Warning! Schools can damage your health: alienation from school and its impact on health behaviour.
An international study of health behaviour among school-age children was co-ordinated by the World Health Organization (WHO). The data were obtained from a self-completion questionnaire examining key health behaviours and associated psycho-social variables obtained from representative samples of young people in school aged 11.5, 13.5, and 15.5 years. The analysis focuses on the relationship between older (15.5 years) students' attitudes towards school and health behaviours such as regular smoking, alcohol use, physical activity and food choices. The data show a strong and progressive relationship between indicators of 'alienation' from school, and health compromising behaviours among school students from Australia and Wales. This relationship is most obvious with the 'abusive' behaviours of smoking and alcohol misuse. Summary data for nine other countries in the WHO study indicate that this relationship is found consistently across all countries in the study. This substantial minority of students (approximately 30% varying between countries) represents an important target population for efforts to promote healthy lifestyles. Traditional school health education is seen as insufficient to tackle this task and recommendations are made concerning change to the school environment and ethos, and the need to reach young people in their home and community settings.